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Keywords To Look For In Math Word
Problems

keywords to look for in math word problems is an essential concept for students
aiming to improve their problem-solving skills and enhance their understanding of
mathematical concepts. Recognizing specific keywords within a word problem can serve
as clues that guide you toward the correct mathematical operation or strategy needed to
find a solution. These keywords often indicate whether you should add, subtract, multiply,
or divide, and they can also help identify other crucial mathematical relationships or
concepts involved. Developing the ability to spot these keywords effectively transforms a
daunting paragraph into a clear path toward solving the problem efficiently. In this article,
we will explore the most common keywords to look for in math word problems, categorize
them based on the operations they suggest, and offer practical tips for recognizing their
significance. This knowledge is invaluable for students at all levels, from elementary to
high school, as it helps build a strong foundation for tackling a variety of math challenges.

Understanding the Role of Keywords in Math Word
Problems

Math word problems are designed to test the ability to translate real-world situations into
mathematical expressions or equations. The keywords within these problems act as
linguistic signals that hint at the mathematical operation or concept required. For
instance, words like "total" or "sum" usually indicate addition, while "difference" or "less
than" suggest subtraction. By paying close attention to these keywords, students can
avoid common pitfalls such as misinterpreting the problem or choosing the wrong
operation. It is not always about finding the exact keyword but about understanding the
context in which it appears and how it relates to the quantities involved.

Keywords Indicating Addition

Addition is one of the most basic operations in mathematics, and certain keywords
consistently point to this operation. Recognizing these will help you quickly identify when
to sum quantities.

Common Addition Keywords

Sum: "The sum of two numbers is 15."1.
Total: "The total cost is $50."2.
Plus: "Seven plus three equals ten."3.



Increased by: "The price increased by $5."4.
Combined: "The combined weight is 20 kg."5.
Altogether: "Altogether, there are 12 students."6.
More than: "John has 4 more apples than Mary."7.

Tips for Recognizing Addition Keywords

- Look for words that suggest combining or increasing quantities. - Pay attention to
phrases like "total," "sum," or "altogether." - Note comparative phrases like "more than"
or "additional."

Keywords Indicating Subtraction

Subtraction is often used when dealing with differences, remaining quantities, or
comparisons. Recognizing subtraction keywords helps avoid adding when you should be
subtracting.

Common Subtraction Keywords

Difference: "The difference between 9 and 4 is 5."1.
Less than: "Five less than ten is five."2.
Remaining: "Remaining cookies are 3."3.
Less: "There are fewer apples than oranges."4.
Decreased by: "The price decreased by $10."5.
Subtract: "Subtract 5 from 12."6.
Take away: "Take away 2 candies."7.

Tips for Recognizing Subtraction Keywords

- Focus on words that imply taking away or comparing differences. - Watch for phrases
like "less than" or "fewer." - Be aware that "remaining" often indicates a subtraction
operation.

Keywords Indicating Multiplication

Multiplication is frequently used when dealing with repeated addition, scaling, or groups
of items. Recognizing keywords associated with multiplication helps in solving problems
involving arrays, ratios, or proportional relationships.

Common Multiplication Keywords

Product: "The product of 6 and 4 is 24."1.
Times: "3 times 5 equals 15."2.
Multiply: "Multiply 7 by 8."3.
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Double, triple, quadruple, etc.: "Tripling the original amount."4.
Per: "Speed is 60 miles per hour."5.
Factor: "Factors of 12 include 3 and 4."6.

Tips for Recognizing Multiplication Keywords

- Identify words that suggest repeated addition or scaling. - Phrases like "times,"
"product," or "per" are strong indicators. - Watch for instructions involving "double" or
"triple."

Keywords Indicating Division

Division is used when splitting quantities into parts, sharing, or determining ratios.
Recognizing division keywords is crucial for problems involving fair distribution or pricing.

Common Division Keywords

Quotient: "The quotient of 20 divided by 4 is 5."1.
Divide: "Divide 15 by 3."2.
Shared equally: "Shared equally among 5 people."3.
Per: "Speed is 60 miles per hour."4.
Split: "Split the cake into 8 pieces."5.
Ratio: "The ratio of boys to girls is 3:2."6.

Tips for Recognizing Division Keywords

- Focus on words indicating sharing, splitting, or distributing. - Phrases like "per," "each,"
or "ratio" often imply division. - Watch for questions about how many groups or parts are
involved.

Additional Keywords and Concepts to Recognize

Beyond the primary operations, some keywords and phrases point to other mathematical
concepts or problem types.

Keywords Indicating Percentages and Fractions

Percent: "20% of the students are absent."1.
Fraction: "One-half of the cake was eaten."2.
Part of: "A part of the total is missing."3.

Keywords Suggesting Measurement and Units

Length, weight, volume: "The room is 12 meters long."1.



Cost: "The shirt costs $30."2.
Time: "The event lasts 2 hours."3.

Keywords Indicating Equalities and Variables

Is equal to: "x is equal to 7."1.
Same as: "The number is the same as 10."2.
Equal groups: "Arrange objects into equal groups."3.

Practical Tips for Recognizing and Using Keywords
Effectively

Recognizing keywords is only part of the process. Here are some practical tips to enhance
your ability to interpret math word problems:

Read Carefully: Always read the problem thoroughly to understand the context1.
before looking for keywords.
Highlight or Underline Keywords: Mark keywords as you read to help focus on the2.
crucial parts.
Identify Quantities: Determine what quantities are given and what is asked.3.
Match Keywords to Operations: Use your knowledge of keywords to choose the4.
appropriate operation.
Practice Regularly: The more you practice identifying keywords, the more instinctive5.
it becomes.

Conclusion

Mastering the art of recognizing keywords in math word problems is an invaluable skill
that simplifies complex problems and enhances mathematical reasoning. By familiarizing
yourself with common keywords associated with addition, subtraction, multiplication, and
division—and understanding their contexts—you can approach each problem with greater
confidence and clarity. Remember that while keywords guide you, always consider the
overall context of the problem to ensure you select the correct operation. Consistent
practice, attentive reading, and a solid understanding of these keywords will significantly
improve your problem-solving abilities. Keep exploring different word problems, and over
time, spotting these keywords will become second nature, turning complex narratives
into straightforward mathematical solutions.

Keywords to Look For in Math Word Problems: A Comprehensive Guide

When tackling math word problems, one of the most crucial skills students can develop is
the ability to identify and interpret key keywords within the problem. These words act as
clues that guide you toward understanding what mathematical operations or concepts
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are needed to find the solution. Recognizing these keywords not only streamlines
problem-solving but also helps prevent common errors caused by misinterpreting the
question. This article offers a detailed exploration of keywords to look for in math word
problems, equipping students and educators with strategies to decode language cues
effectively.

Why Are Keywords Important in Math Word Problems?

Math word problems are designed to simulate real-world scenarios, requiring more than
just raw calculation skills—they demand comprehension of language and context.
Keywords serve as linguistic signals that indicate specific mathematical operations or
relationships. For example, the word "total" suggests addition, while "difference" points
toward subtraction.

Understanding these keywords allows students to:

Quickly identify the required operation1.
Reduce confusion caused by unfamiliar phrasing2.
Build confidence in approaching complex problems3.
Develop a problem-solving strategy before performing calculations4.

In essence, mastering the recognition of keywords transforms a daunting word problem
into a manageable puzzle, guiding your thought process from the start.

Common Mathematical Operations and Their Keywords

Different operations in math often correlate with specific keywords or phrases. Familiarity
with these can significantly improve your ability to interpret problems accurately.

Addition (+)

Keywords to look for:

Total1.
Sum2.
Combined3.
Altogether4.
In total5.
Increased by6.
Plus7.
Together8.
Both9.

Example sentence:

"The total number of students in the class and the club is 50."

Interpretation:



This indicates an addition operation—the combined count of students in two groups.

Subtraction (−)

Keywords to look for:

Difference1.
Remaining2.
Less3.
Reduced by4.
Decreased by5.
Minus6.
How many more/less7.
Fewer than8.
Take away9.

Example sentence:

"There are 20 apples left after selling 5."

Interpretation:

This suggests subtraction—subtracting 5 from the initial total.

Multiplication (× or )

Keywords to look for:

Product1.
Times2.
Multiplied by3.
Each4.
Every5.
Per6.

Example sentence:

"If each box contains 6 chocolates and there are 4 boxes, how many chocolates are there
in total?"

Interpretation:

Multiply the number of chocolates per box by the number of boxes.

Division (÷ or /)

Keywords to look for:

Quotient1.
Divided by2.
Per3.
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Out of4.
Shared equally5.
Ratio6.

Example sentence:

"Divide 48 equally among 8 friends."

Interpretation:

Perform division to find how many each person gets.

Recognizing Context Clues and Phrases

While keywords are essential, context and phrasing also play a vital role in understanding
what the problem asks. Some keywords may appear in multiple contexts but imply
different operations depending on the scenario.

Phrases Indicating a Change or Comparison

More than / Less than: Often indicate addition or subtraction depending on the1.
sentence structure.
Equal to / Is: Signify equality; may involve solving equations.2.
At least / At most: Set bounds or constraints, sometimes involving inequalities.3.

Time and Rate Contexts

Per / Each: Usually relate to division or ratios.1.
Speed / Rate / Velocity: Indicate rate problems involving division or proportional2.
reasoning.
Time taken / Duration: Often coupled with distance or work problems.3.

Special Keywords Indicating Complex Operations or Concepts

Some problems require more advanced interpretation, especially involving ratios,
percentages, or algebraic expressions.

Ratios and Proportions

Keywords:

Ratio1.
Proportion2.
As much as3.
Like4.
Equivalent to5.

Example:

"The ratio of boys to girls is 3:2."



Percentages

Keywords:

Percent1.
Discount2.
Increase / Decrease by3.
Out of4.

Example:

"A shirt is on sale with a 25% discount."

Equations and Variables

Keywords:

If1.
Suppose2.
Let3.
Unknown4.
Solve for5.

Strategies for Effectively Identifying Keywords

Being vigilant about keywords is vital, but relying solely on memorized lists isn’t enough.
Here are strategies to enhance your keyword recognition skills:

Read the Problem Carefully and Multiple Times1.

Initial reading helps grasp the overall context. Re-reading allows you to spot keywords
you might have missed.

Highlight or Underline Keywords1.

Mark key words as you read to keep track of important clues.

Develop a Math Vocabulary Bank1.

Create a personal list of keywords and their associated operations for quick reference.

Practice with Varied Problems1.

Exposure to different problem types enhances your ability to recognize subtle cues.

Understand the Context1.

Always consider the scenario—some words may have different meanings depending on
context.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
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While keywords are helpful, over-reliance can lead to mistakes. Here are common pitfalls:

Assuming keywords always mean the same operation: Words like "more" can mean1.
addition or comparison depending on sentence structure.
Ignoring negations or qualifiers: Words like "not" or "except" significantly change the2.
operation.
Misinterpreting complex sentences: Break down sentences into smaller parts to3.
understand relationships.

Tip: Always verify that your chosen operation aligns with the overall context and question
asked.

Practical Examples of Keyword Identification

Let's analyze a few sample problems to illustrate how recognizing keywords aids in
solving:

Example 1

"Sarah has 15 candies. She gives some to her friend, and now she has 9 candies left. How
many candies did she give away?"

Keywords:

Left / remaining: indicates subtraction1.
"Gives away" suggests subtraction2.

Solution approach:

Subtract the remaining candies from the initial total: 15 − 9 = 6 candies given away.

Example 2

"A car travels 60 miles in 2 hours. What is its average speed?"

Keywords:

Miles and hours: suggests rate1.
"Average speed": division2.

Solution approach:

Divide total distance by total time: 60 miles ÷ 2 hours = 30 miles per hour.

Conclusion

Mastering keywords to look for in math word problems is an invaluable skill that
transforms complex, language-rich problems into manageable mathematical tasks. By
familiarizing yourself with common keywords associated with each operation, paying
attention to context, and practicing regularly, you'll develop a keen eye for deciphering
problem statements quickly and accurately. Remember, understanding the language of



the problem is just as important as performing the calculations—it's the bridge that
connects comprehension to solution.

In summary:

Recognize common keywords associated with addition, subtraction, multiplication, and1.
division.
Pay attention to context and phrasing for nuanced understanding.2.
Use strategies like highlighting and making vocabulary lists.3.
Practice with diverse problems to strengthen keyword recognition skills.4.

Empowering yourself with these techniques will enhance your confidence and efficiency
in solving math word problems, paving the way for academic success and real-world
problem-solving prowess.

Questions & Answers About keywords to look for in
math word problems

N
o

Question Answer

1 What are common keywords
indicating addition in math
word problems?

Keywords like 'total,' 'sum,' 'together,' 'increased
by,' and 'more than' often signal addition.

2 Which keywords suggest
subtraction in a word
problem?

Look for words such as 'difference,' 'less than,'
'remaining,' 'decreased by,' and 'fewer than' to
identify subtraction.

3 How can you recognize
multiplication keywords in a
problem?

Keywords like 'product,' 'times,' 'multiplied by,'
'each,' and 'every' typically indicate multiplication.

4 What keywords point to
division in math problems?

Words such as 'quotient,' 'divided by,' 'per,' 'ratio,'
and 'split' suggest division.

5 Which keywords indicate a
comparison or difference in a
problem?

Terms like 'more than,' 'less than,' 'equal to,' 'as
much as,' and 'difference between' are clues to
comparison problems.

6 How do time-related
keywords help in solving
word problems?

Keywords like 'hours,' 'minutes,' 'days,' 'weeks,' and
'months' indicate that the problem involves time
calculations.

7 What keywords suggest
measurement or size in math
problems?

Look for words such as 'length,' 'width,' 'height,'
'distance,' 'weight,' and 'volume' to identify
measurement-related problems.

8 How can recognizing
'altogether' or 'in total' help
in solving problems?

These keywords often indicate an addition or
summing action, guiding you to combine quantities.
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9 Why is identifying keywords
important in understanding
math word problems?

Identifying keywords helps determine the operation
needed, making it easier to set up and solve the
problem accurately.

math clues, problem indicators, key phrases, mathematical terms, operation words,
numerical cues, question words, problem context, signal words, mathematical vocabulary
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